Sermon for Thursday, March 17, 2016
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

But though he had done so many miracles before them, yet they believed not on him: That the saying of Esaias the prophet might be fulfilled, which he spake, Lord, who hath believed our report? and to whom hath the arm of the Lord been revealed?
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.
HOMILY:

I normally base my sermons on the readings for the day of the service, but this evening, my comments are instead based on some very personal reflections that come from my experiences of late. I have spent a lot of time telling you all that we often must pay careful attention to what God wants of us.

Some time back I told you of a sermon I once heard in which the minister pointed out to his congregation that while many people think God does not talk to us any longer, in fact, God DOES speak to us – if we will only listen.

His directions do not always come in bold, clear words and signs. Sometimes, we have to pay attention to more subtle directions and guidance. Sometimes the directions come even in ways that we find uncomfortable. 

It is perhaps especially when the guidance is like that, that it is so hard to hear the message. It is so easy to react in anger, and to be defensive, and to respond negatively rather than hearing God’s gentle urging to take a different path.

Perhaps you have been in a situation where someone had to correct you in some error. Perhaps you have had to realize that you may be hurt by other people’s decisions and actions – over which you had no control.

In such a case, you probably had a choice. Do you get angry, and lash out, either at someone else or yourself, or do you take a careful look at your circumstances and maybe see the divine hand pointing you in some new direction?

This is especially painful when you truly believe that you have done your very best in the endeavor in which you have been engaged – and have given you all to it. It is especially painful when the truth is that you are very good at what you do – and despite that, you are going to get hurt.

It is especially painful when you consider that others who are very important to you may get hurt as well – and that you have very little control over the situation. Only – you may have more control than you believe – if you will carefully, prayerfully, patiently look and listen for God’s guidance in the situation.

Your priest has found himself in one of those situations.

You all know that I have worked for years in the field of Mental Health in a corrections environment. I pray that I am not being overly prideful when I tell you that I am very good at that job. One of the measures of success in what I do is how many times the inmates in your care have actually harmed themselves.

In almost 20 years of corrections work, I have NEVER had an inmate in a facility where I work – and where I have been able to do training – commit suicide. Every facility where I have worked has earned certification through the American Correctional Association – the international licensure organization for corrections.

I have been published several times in the field, and have earned awards for my work there, including one award for being “The Best In The Business” while I worked for the Louisiana Department of Corrections. 

For the last several years, I have worked at small county jails in this and other area counties. I believe I have continued that record of success in those places. However, I am leaving that profession.

I mentioned the need to listen carefully to God’s guidance. This has been a struggle for me as much as for many people. Like many people, I started off being angry that actions of people I do not know, over whom I have no control, were going to negatively affect me and my job.

For a time I allowed that anger to blind me to that quiet direction that I mentioned. I was unable to LISTEN to that quiet leadership. Earlier this week, I spent some time here at the church alone. The church was quiet and empty, and in that calm, quiet environment, I finally stopped listening to my own rage and started listening to His guidance.

So, in a few weeks, I will begin a new professional life course. I will be working with a Hospice agency, helping to take care of patients and families as they come to grips with terminal diagnoses. My hours may be complicated, but I will do everything I can do to continue my ministry here with you. I may need on occasion to make adjustments to some of our scheduling, but I know that with God’s help, and yours, we will adjust to the new things.

So – I ask for your prayers. I ask for your understanding. I ask for all of us to take on ourselves the task of growing this church and this ministry. I know that with His help, we will be successful.

Let us pray.

Lord, be with me now, and with these, Your people,  we together navigate this change. Grant to me the strength, the wisdom and the courage to take on this new task, and to perform it to the best of my ability and to Your glory. Protect and help us to make Your church thrive in this place. This I pray to the greater Glory of Your Name. Amen. 
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